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The aim of this paper is to obtain an initial estimate of people awareness, attitudes and understanding towards epilepsy and 
to provide a basis for international comparisons. A cross-sectional study conducted during 1995 in Al-Ain City, Dubai and 
Sharjah Emirates, United Arab Emirates (UAE). We used a simple questionnaire following a two-stage sampling technique. 
A total of 1050 subjects aged 15 years and above were selected randomly. Of these a total of 892 individuals (86.4%) 
responded to the study. Seventy-five percent of respondents (665 people) had heard or read about epilepsy. Males and 
females were similarly familiar with the concept of epilepsy. The age group and education had a positive significant effect 
on awareness of epilepsy (p < 0.001). Thirty-four percent had occasionally seen a seizure. Nineteen suggested that there 
is no treatment. Those acquainted with a person with epilepsy were more likely to know that there is treatment. Among 
those familiar with epilepsy 18.5% believed in cautery and 40% believed in faith healing. A small percentage (7%) of 
respondents had objections to allowing their children associating with a person with epilepsy at school or in the playground; 
68% objected to their children marrying an epileptic person; 10% believed that epileptic people should not be employed 
in jobs as other people are. In conclusion, unfortunately, knowledge, awareness and attitudes towards epilepsy in the UAE 
were less compared with surveys conducted in Western countries. The majority lacked information about the causes, nature 
and treatment of the disease. 
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INTRODUCTION 
There has been substantial research on and interest 
in epilepsy’-lo, yet it receives far less attention than 
such areas as coronary heart disease, road traffic acci- 
dents and hypertension despite the fact that epilepsy 
is a common and chronic problem. Attitudes towards 
epilepsy and familiarity with epilepsy varies in dif- 
ferent countries. The first survey concerning public 
awareness and attitudes towards epilepsy was per- 
formed 45 years ago3 and this survey contributed 
substantially to increasing awareness of this disease. 
Furthermore, public awareness and attitudes towards 
epilepsy have been studied in the United .States4, ‘O, 
Fin1and5, the Federal Republic of Germany6, Italy’ 
and China*,‘. In the United Arab Emirates (UAE) 
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there has been no study on attitudes towards epilepsy. 
The aim of this paper is to obtain an initial esti- 
mate of awareness, attitudes and understanding to- 
wards epilepsy and to provide a basis for international 
comparisons. 
MATERIALS AND METHODS 
This is a cross-sectional study conducted on a rep- 
resentative sample of 1050 UAE national residents 
in Al-Ain City, Dubai and Sharjah Emirates aged 15 
years and above during the period from January to 
December 1995. To select study subjects, we used 
a simple questionnaire following a two-stage sam- 
pling technique. The study was performed on popu- 
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Table 1: Socio-demographic of population surveyed and 
knowledge about the disease of epilepsy (Question 1: Have 
you ever heard or read about the disease of epilepsy? 
(n = 892)) 
Yes No p-value” 
Characteristics (n = 665) (%) (II = 227) (%) signf. 
Sex 
Male 
Female 
346 75 113 25 
319 74 114 26 NS 
Age (yr) 
< 19 
20-29 
30-39 
z 40 
91 70 40 30 
302 81 72 19 
124 73 45 27 
< 0.003 
I48 68 70 32 
Educational level 
Illiterate 189 62 118 38 
Primary 119 71 48 29 
Intermediate 87 75 29 25 
Secondary 125 89 I5 II < 0.0001 
University 145 90 I7 IO 
’ Chi-square test was performed. 
NS = not slgntficant. 
Table 2: Percentage distribution of the answers about 
disease of epilepsy (Question 2: Have you ever seen anyone 
who was havino an eoileotic seizure or attack? (n = 892)) - . 
Yes No p-value0 
Characteristics (n = 300) (8) (n = 592) (o/c) signf. 
Sex 
Male 155 34 304 66 
Female 145 33 228 67 NS 
Age (yr) 
< 19 
20-29 
30-39 
> 40 
32 24 99 76 
127 34 247 66 
63 37 106 63 NS 
78 36 140 64 
Educational level 
Illiterate II5 
Primary 75 
Intermediate 33 
Secondary 36 
Universitv 41 
37 192 63 
45 92 55 
28 83 72 
26 104 74 < 0.0003 
25 121 75 
0 Chi-square test was performed. 
NS = not significant. 
lations in Al-Ain City, Dubai and Sharjah Emirates. 
The two-stage stratified cluster sampling method was 
used. Stratification allowed all selected parts of the 
Emirates and both urban and rural areas to be pro- 
portionally represented. Since 75% of the population 
live in urban areas, 75% of the sample size was al- 
located to the urban area and the remaining 25% to 
the rural communities. A random sample of 15 urban 
clusters and nine rural clusters was selected. Then, at 
the second stage individuals were selected randomly 
by a simple random sampling procedure from com- 
munities using a postal method. 
The survey consisted of 24 questions, some of 
which were based on and adapted from other surveys 
of public attitudes towards epilepsy such as the Cave- 
ness and Gallup Poll”, the reported survey in Henan 
province of China’ and the study made in Denmark’. 
The standardized questionnaire was divided into three 
sections phrased in such a way as to yield the re- 
quired information about the subject as follows: four 
questions about the respondent’s socio-demographic 
background, 14 questions about their knowledge of 
epilepsy and six questions about their attitudes to- 
wards epilepsy. 
The statistical package program SPSS ’ ’ (Statistical 
Package for Social Sciences) was used to calculate 
chi-square to ascertain the association between two 
or more categorical variables. In 2 x 2 tables, the 
Fisher exact test (two-tailed) was used instead of chi- 
square, in particular when the sample size was small. 
The level P < 0.05 was considered as the cut-off 
value for significance. 
RESULTS 
A total of 892 individuals (86.4%) responded to the 
questionnaire. Table I depicts the distribution of the 
characteristics of the population surveyed. Of the re- 
spondents 75% (665 people) had heard or read about 
epilepsy. Males (52%) and females (48%) were sim- 
ilarly familiar with the concept of epilepsy. The two 
middle intervals (20-39 years) constituted 6 1% of the 
whole age groups (the mean and standard deviation 
was 28.9f 10.13 years and median age was 26 years). 
The youngest age group (aged < I9 years) and the 
oldest age group (aged > 40 years) were significantly 
less aware of epilepsy than the middle age (20-29 
years) groups (p < 0.003). Also, education had a 
positively significant effect on awareness of epilepsy 
(p < 0.0001). 
Table 2 gives the distribution of the answers to 
the following question about the disease of epilepsy: 
Have you ever seen anyone who was having an 
epileptic seizure or attack? Of the respondents 34% 
had occasionally seen a seizure. 
Table 3 present the distribution of answers to 
the question: ‘What do you think is the cause of 
epilepsy?’ Mental retardation, brain disease and evil 
spirits showed statistically significant differences be- 
tween these familiar and unfamiliar with epilepsy 
(p < 0.006). 
Table 4 gives the respondents’ ideas with regard 
to the effective ways of treating epilepsy. Those ac- 
quainted with a person with epilepsy were more likely 
to know that treatment is possible (p < 0.0001). 
A small percentage (7%) of respondents had ob- 
jections to allowing their children associating with a 
person with epilepsy at school or in the playground; 
68% objected to their children marrying an epileptic 
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Table 3: The distribution of answers to question: What do you think is the cause of epilepsp 
Familiar with epilepsy 
Cause (n = 2029) (%) 
Infectious 18 0.9 
Mystery 185 9.1 
Mental retardation 89 4.4 
Brain disease 334 16.5 
Electrical 
dysregulation 247 12.1 
Psychological 332 16.4 
Inherited disease 306 15.1 
Unfamiliar with epilepsy 
(n = 646) @) 
0 0 
49 7.6 
18 2.8 
134 20.8 
83 12.8 
100 15.5 
110 17.0 
Evil spirits 280 13.8 69 10.7 
Accident 238 11.7 83 12.8 
a Multiple answers possible; chi-square test; p < 0.006 very significant. 
Table 4: Percent distribution of answers to question: What methods are effective for treatina eoileDsvU 
Characteristics 
No treatment 
Familiar with epilepsy 
(/I = 1041) (%) 
127 12.2 
-. ._ 
Unfamiliar with epilepsy 
01 F 339) (%) 
JO 20.7 
Medicine 385 
Cautery 123 
Herbs 142 
Faith healing 264 
0 Multiple answers possible: chi-square test: p < 0.0001. 
37.0 130 38.3 
Il.8 24 7.0 
13.6 55 16.2 
25.4 60 17.8 
Table 5: Attitudes towards epilepsy in different countries 
Parameter 
Knowledge 
. 
Poland USA Finland Italy Germany Denmark China UAE 
Yes - 
No 
Familiarity 
Yes 
No 
Has seen seizure 
Yes 
No 
Children Associating 
Objections 
No objections 
Employment 
Objections 
No obiections 
95 95 95 73 83 9? 93 75 
5 5 5 27 17 3 7 25 
57 63 49 44 33 60 77 56 
38 32 51 29 59 40 23 44 
77 59 45 38 32 50 72 34 
33 36 55 35 60 50 28 66 
15 6 I9 34 23 7 57 I 
73 89 81 58 77 91 43 93 
- 9 - 11 18 7 53 IO 
- 79 - 51 80 89 47 90 
person; and 10% believed that epileptic people should 
not be employed in jobs as other people are. 
dent among those both familiar and unfamiliar with 
epilepsy. We have found that even those who are fa- 
miliar with epilepsy are not clear minded regarding 
its causes. 
Regarding treatment of epilepsy, a large propor- 
tion of people believed that medication has an im- 
portant role in treating the disease among those fa- 
miliar (49.2%) and unfamiliar (38.3%) with epilepsy. 
However, some people among those familiar with 
epilepsy had a strong belief in faith treatment. Some 
will try paramedical ways such as the use of herbs 
and cautery. Unfortunately, there was a proportion of 
people (12.2% of those familiar and 20.7% of those 
unfamiliar) who believed that there is no available 
DISCUSSION 
The results revealed that 75% of respondents had 
heard or read about epilepsy in the UAE. The general 
knowledge and awareness of epilepsy were positively 
correlated with age and educational level. 
The current study showed that the epilepsy was 
more commonly believed to be caused by brain 
disease, psychological disturbance, inherited disease, 
evil spirits, mysterious source, infection and acci- 
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treatment for epilepsy and the medications are only 
sedatives. 
Table 5 shows attitudes towards epilepsy in differ- 
ent countries. The knowledge, awareness and attitude 
towards epilepsy in the present study (75%) are sim- 
ilar to those in Italy’ (73%) and Germany6y7 (83%). 
Familiarity with epilepsy in the UAE (56%) is sim- 
ilar to that in Poland” (57%). the USA” (63%) and 
Denmark’ (60%). 
In the present study the number of respondents 
who knew a person with epilepsy or had witnessed 
a seizure (34%) seems to be very low, however this 
finding is consistent with other reported studies in 
Italy’ (38%) and Germany6%’ (32%). 
In the UAE, 7% of those who knew a person with 
epilepsy objected to having their children associating 
with an epileptic person; this is in good agreement 
with studies made in Denmark’ (7%), the USA” (6%) 
and Italy’ (11%). 
Our survey showed that 68% of respondents ob- 
jected to their children marrying an epileptic person. 
This attitude seemed to be consistent with other re- 
ported studies in the USA4 and China’ (87%). This 
negative attitude towards epilepsy appears to be uni- 
versal. In the USA, for example, 17 states prohib- 
ited people with epilepsy from marrying in the re- 
cent past’“. The situation is similar in the United 
Kingdom, a law prohibiting people with epilepsy 
from marrying was not repealed until 1970’“. Un- 
fortunately, in some parts of the world, epilepsy 
is still generally viewed as a reason for annulling 
marriages . I3 Such a negative attitude reflects how 
careful people are regarding their coming offspring, 
especially when epilepsy is considered to be an in- 
herited disease. 
Furthermore, the attitude towards the employment 
of people with epilepsy in the UAE was positive. The 
percentages of respondents who objected to epileptic 
people being employed was 10% in the UAE, which 
was much better than those in other reported coun- 
tries, in Italy (11%)‘, in Germany ( 18%)6 and espe- 
cially in China8 (53%). 
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CONCLUSIONS 
The results of the present study indicate that epilepsy 
is still misunderstood in our community. The majority 
lack information about the causes, nature and treat- 
ment of the disease. Attitudes towards people with 
epilepsy can be influenced by education and mass 
media. 
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